Undergraduate Course Proposal: Choices, Values and Voting

Do you always make rational decisions? Does your mother? Have you ever had trouble making a decision? In this course, we first explore how scholars define rationality before examining if, when and how people act in ways that defy these academic definitions of rationality. Much recent research explores the role that one’s emotions, habits, social values and predispositions affect decision-making, especially under uncertainty or incomplete information. We consider the strengths and weaknesses of how individuals gather and use information in private, organizational and voting decisions. We use this knowledge to investigate ways people can overcome cognitive and judgmental biases to make consistently better decisions while devising methods of persuasion that can be applied towards achieving marketing, organizational and/or political success. We will draw upon case studies from business organizations (why do good managers choose poor strategies?), politics (why did the voters in Minnesota elect a mediocre professional wrestler, but voters in North Carolina defeated a fabulous race car driver?) and daily life (why are you more likely to buy the medium popcorn at the movie theater?). 
By examining a range of decision-making contexts, from private, consumer choices to behavior in group settings, to mass elections involving thousands of fellow citizens, we will strive to understand how individuals choose their goals, pursue their goals and interpret outcomes. A better understanding of how individuals make decisions help us analyze how these decisions (as votes or group decisions) translate into collective choices over public policy. Particular attention will be paid towards understanding how the processes of choice influence the nature of political competition in different countries and the policy ramifications of these processes. We will pay special attention to recent state, local and congressional elections and elsewhere around the world. Course work includes case studies and simulations, a persuasive writing assignment, an original analysis of a decision-making puzzle and a final exam.
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